
Introduction

In December 1994, Surgeon General Joycelyn Elders was fired for sug-
gesting that it might be beneficial to teach children about masturbation 
as part of sex education. Elders, who did not raise the issue herself, re-

plied to a question at an AIDS forum about whether she thought masturba-
tion could be more openly discussed: “I think that it is something that’s part 
of human sexuality and it’s part of something that perhaps should be taught. 
But we’ve not even taught our children the very basics. And I feel that we 
have tried ignorance for a very long time and it’s time we try education.”1 
She was asked to resign almost immediately. Although Elders might easily 
have been dismissed for any one of her other controversial statements about 
welfare or drug policy, she was instead fired for speaking about sex educa-
tion. This is not simply coincidence. Elders’s dismissal was widely under-
stood as President Clinton’s conciliatory gesture to hard-line conservative 
Republicans who had just swept Congress, a group for whom “family values” 
had been an important organizing theme. It is a political cohort which, since 
the sixties, has made it risky to speak out on behalf of sexuality education.

Initiatives to protect children from exposure to allegedly corrupting sex 
talk, whether from sex education programs or the media, are central to con-
servative cultural politics. A few years after Elders was fired, however, the 
Republican managers of Clinton’s impeachment made public the sexually 
explicit details of the president’s affair with White House intern Monica 
Lewinsky. Significantly, they posted the Starr Report on the Internet. Sud-
denly sexual narratives about the cigar, fellatio, and masturbation were 
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widely available to young people at the simple click of a mouse. The irony 
was heightened by the fact that in 1996 a coalition of legislators, including 
House Judiciary Committee Chairman Henry Hyde, who oversaw the im-
peachment, and major Christian Right leaders such as Ralph Reed of the 
Christian Coalition, had advocated legislation that would impose strict 
criminal penalties against anyone using computer technology to distribute 
“obscenity to anyone or indecency to children.”2 Had this legislation stood, 
those responsible for placing independent counsel Kenneth W. Starr’s report 
on the Internet might have been arrested and imprisoned. Even so, their 
support of Starr left social conservatives in an awkward position. It did not 
go unnoticed that the movement that called for restoring “traditional” sex-
ual morality through restricting what can be said to young people was itself 
responsible for the widespread public dissemination of frank sexual detail.

During these years, meanwhile, sex education conflicts raged through-
out the nation. Hundreds of American communities suffered acrimonious 
battles over what to teach in the public schools about sexuality. Mistrust and 
anger suffused these communities. During fiery debates, neighbors accused 
their opponents of “fascism” or “McCarthyism.” Sometimes violence erupt-
ed. Like implacable Hollywood screen monsters, these conflicts would not 
die. They have, in fact, persisted since the late sixties. In part, sex education 
battles reflect different moral visions of the sort that have divided Americans 
over issues such as abortion and gay rights. However, volatile sex education 
conflicts cannot be wholly explained as the result of polarized worldviews, 
for, as we shall see, most Americans claim to support comprehensive sexual-
ity education.

This book will show that recursive sex education battles are of a piece 
with a major transformation of national American politics, rooted in the 
sixties, wherein the right wing came to dominate the political arena by the 
end of the century. The rise of the Right did not simply trigger bitter conflicts 
over sexuality; it was partly accomplished through them. I approach these 
contemporary debates over sex education as a form of discursive politics3—
national and local contests over how we think, talk, and feel about sexuality. 
Their history is the subject of this book.

Critic Samuel R. Delany has said, “To explore a discourse is inevitably 
to tell a story: at such and such a time, people did this and that; thus they 
thought and felt one thing and another.”4 In that tradition, this book tells a 
story of contemporary sex education controversies, a story about individu-
als, their communities, political movements, and national organizations (see 
On Methods and Terminology at the end of this book). In particular, this 
story explores how battles over sex education have been central in the rise 
to political power of an amalgam of conservative Catholics and right-wing 
evangelical Christians. It describes a paradox by which social conservatives, 
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who advocate the restriction of sexual speech, have themselves heavily relied 
on public talk about sex in order to build a movement and mobilize support-
ers. In so doing, they now figure as one of the most visible and vocal cohorts 
in our national sexual culture.

Conservative opponents of comprehensive sex education have scored an 
impressive political victory. They have paralyzed countless community de-
bates and constrained programs nationwide, despite widespread support for 
sex education, public discomfort with political extremism, and mistrust of 
Christian fundamentalism. By popularizing a public vocabulary framing 
sex education as radical, dangerous, and immoral, they have fostered the 
climate in which Elders, along with scores of professionals before and after 
her, have suffered reprisals for speaking in support of sexuality education.

Like Elders’s firing, this is a story about sex, politics, and words. It ex-
amines the historical evolution of national Christian Right sex education 
discourses and how they shape local community debates. It is also a story 
about emotions, for if ways of talking help turn community debates into 
pitched battles, they do so through evoking passionate feelings. I will argue 
that emotional conventions are a crucial aspect of discursive politics and 
that local conflicts over sex education are highly volatile events in which 
emotions are politicized. While acknowledging the important particulari-
ties of grassroots politics, this story nonetheless suggests a nationalizing 
influence on local public arguments about sexuality. As a school board chair 
in one community said about a disruptive sex education opponent, “Some-
body’s giving him words.” It turned out that she was right. And as we shall 
see, those words—and the feelings they can evoke in community debates—
have shaped the history of sex education in the United States.

Sex education breaks a silence. It introduces talk about sex into the reg-
ulated public space of the school. Classroom discussion of sexuality unfolds 
in a historical context, and ours is one of unprecedented access to sexual 
representation. There has been perhaps no more profound change in our 
sexual culture over the past century than the increasing openness of sexual 
speech and the visibility of sexual images. Restrictions on what can be spo-
ken publicly have eroded. When a pundit in the early twentieth century 
proclaimed it “Sex O’Clock in America,”5 he was lamenting a new era of the 
public discussion of prostitution and venereal disease; by the late twentieth 
century, conservative critics of popular entertainment were decrying ex-
pressions such as “fuck” in movies and “piss off” on television.6 Rob and 
Laura’s twin beds on the sixties’ Dick Van Dyke Show are quaint nostalgia 
in an era in which one in ten television programs includes portrayals of 
sexual intercourse.7 Formerly invisible sexual minorities—such as bisexuals, 
gay men, lesbians, and trans persons—now occupy prominent media roles. 
The emergence of new communication technologies like the Internet has 
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further expanded the boundaries of public sexual speech, a development 
subject to much debate.

However, talk about sex in the public realm is consistently met with am-
bivalence and outright efforts to contain and silence it. After all, Elders was 
fired for a speech act, not a sexual act, which is significant in Washington, D.C., 
a town with so many sex scandals that it is wryly dubbed Sodom on the Po-
tomac. Elders did not masturbate in public; she was fired for discussing how 
teachers might talk about masturbation. The fear that sexual language will 
trigger social chaos has historically fueled initiatives to regulate sexual speech. 
Sex education has been at the center of these conflicts.

Since the sixties, as openness about sexuality in popular culture has in-
tensified, U.S. communities have fought over whether to allow discussions 
about sexual topics in the classroom. At stake is what is in the best interest 
of young people. Recently, a young woman was arrested in Massachusetts, 
my home state, for abandoning the newborn she delivered in a ladies’ room 
stall at Boston’s Logan Airport. The baby was found in the toilet, barely alive. 
Although the case was eventually settled out of court, she had faced seven 
years in prison if convicted at trial. A former high school honors student, 
she at first claimed she did not know she was pregnant. Although untrue, 
her claim was not improbable. A recent study of teenagers between ages 
twelve and sixteen found a striking lack of knowledge about sexuality.8 (For 
example, almost three-quarters of them believed that letting semen drip out 
of the vagina after intercourse prevents pregnancy. Almost one-quarter be-
lieved that a girl does not need birth control if she only has occasional in-
tercourse. Seventy percent did not know that douching is not a contraceptive 
method. Of the seventy-five test items, the teenagers scored, on average, only 
40 percent correct.) At the young woman’s arraignment, the prosecutor ar-
gued that her actions were completely preventable, by which he meant that 
she should have called airport security after delivering the baby. Many peo-
ple would claim that prevention might better have taken place much earlier. 
But consensus breaks down over the question of how best to prevent such 
tragedies: More comprehensive education about reproductive sexuality and 
broader access to birth control? Or an emphasis on abstinence until mar-
riage with few other details—especially details about contraception—so as 
not to give young people a mixed message? More or less talk with young 
people about sexuality?

Given the opportunity for open discussion, young people display an in-
defatigable sexual curiosity. In the sixties, two sex educators compiled a sam-
ple of anonymous questions written by public school students in sex educa-
tion programs. They ranged from the physiological (“How long before [a] 
boy’s period? How long does it last . . . ?”); to the hygienic (“When boys have 
wet dreams, do they use such things like napkins of some sort? If it happens 
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during the day, what do they do?”); to the familial (“Why are parents so 
stupid?”); to technique (“I read in a medical book that during sexual inter-
course that the woman’s conclusion takes longer than men’s also that during 
the time you should change the subject and talk about the walls or curtains 
in the room. What does this mean [especially the conclusion]? And how do 
you know when the end comes?”); and finally, to the existential (“Why do 
you ever need sex?”).9 The pragmatic educators knew that adults might be 
shocked by such questions but, they insisted, “the shock is of reality and the 
teacher must prepare himself to deal with it.”10 Decades later, teenagers’ anon-
ymous questions reflected sweeping cultural and stylistic changes (“Is oral 
sex better with a tongue piercing?”11), while others were seemingly timeless 
(“How do you have sex?”12). At the turn of the twenty-first century, broad 
civic arguments persist over the appropriateness of answering—even giving 
young people the opportunity to ask—such sexual questions.

Talk about sex has a long history of trouble in America. Sex education’s 
story is part of long-standing efforts to regulate sexual morality through 
control of sexual speech.13 Since at least the mid nineteenth century, coali-
tions of evangelical Protestant clergy and middle-class women activists have 
crusaded for social purity. At that time, concerns over prostitution and ve-
nereal diseases renewed calls for a spiritual, romanticized sexual bond be-
tween husband and wife, an elimination of the double standard, and curbs 
on male lust and out-of-control sexuality. The first calls for school sex educa-
tion came in the early twentieth century from a disparate group of moral 
reformers including suffragists, clergy, temperance workers, and physicians 
dedicated to eliminating venereal disease. While disagreeing among them-
selves about the content and purpose of sex education, they nonetheless 
comprised a relatively unified front arguing for public speech against the 
restrictive measures of vice crusaders such as Anthony Comstock. Unlike 
Comstock, who sought state restriction of virtually all public sexual dis-
course including sex education and contraception information, social pu-
rity activists advocated an end to the conspiracy of silence—physicians’ 
phrase for the Victorian propriety that made public discussion of sex impos-
sible. Nineteenth-century activists argued that women should openly teach 
their children “the sanctities and the terrors of this awful power of sex,”14 
while social hygienists in the early twentieth century endorsed sex education 
in the schools as a way to combat venereal disease. As historians John 
D’Emilio and Estelle Freedman make clear, regulation of sex was central to 
both vice crusaders and social purity activists. They disagreed profoundly, 
however, over whether this was best achieved through the restriction or ex-
pansion of public sexual speech.15

Contemporary debates about sex education echo this tension between 
opening or restricting public sexual discussion. In the early sixties a loose 
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coalition of professional advocates, educators, parents, and others consti-
tuted a movement for “getting troubling concepts into the open.”16 The Sex 
Information and Education Council of the United States (SIECUS), founded 
in 1964, has since been the institutional voice of this perspective. SIECUS 
has pioneered a model for comprehensive sexuality education in which young 
people would receive, from kindergarten through high school, age-appro-
priate information on a range of topics such as human reproduction, anat-
omy, physiology, and sexually transmitted infections as well as issues includ-
ing masturbation and homosexuality. Comprehensive sexuality education 
would offer young people the opportunity to discuss sexual values and at-
titudes in the classroom.17 Advocates of comprehensive sex education en-
dorse what they consider the therapeutic potential of frank sexual discus-
sion in the classroom. They believe, like Joycelyn Elders, that silence has 
fostered ignorance, shame, and social problems like teen pregnancy. Sup-
porters of comprehensive sexuality education view sexuality as positive and 
healthy, and they typically support gender equality and acceptance of sex-
ual diversity. Comprehensive sexuality education stresses abstinence for 
youth, and it also provides information on contraception and abortion.

Conservative critics decry this openness as misguided and irresponsible. 
Sexual intercourse, in their opinion, should be confined to marriage. They 
favor restrictions on other sexualities, such as masturbation or homosexual-
ity, and they often oppose feminism and the gay rights movement. Sexual 
discussion with young people about topics like contraception, in their view, 
has led to high levels of adolescent sexual activity, teenage pregnancy, and 
sexually transmitted diseases. These critics believe, therefore, that if we talk 
to young people about sexuality, it should be restricted so as not to lead to 
destructive and immoral thoughts and behavior. Controlling or eliminating 
sexual discussion best allows for the protection of young people and the 
preservation of sexual morality. Not surprisingly, this group has fought com-
prehensive sexuality education. Conservative Catholics, along with Chris-
tian evangelicals and fundamentalists, have founded myriad political organi-
zations to regulate sex education as one route toward restoring “traditional 
values” of sexuality, gender, and the family. These activists and their institu-
tions comprise part of the Christian Right, and opposition to sex education 
has, since the sixties, helped build their movement.

These two positions represent very real differences in moral vision among 
some Americans. Sociologist James Davison Hunter describes these compet-
ing worldviews as “the impulse toward orthodoxy and the impulse toward 
progressivism.”18 Yet there is a large and complicated middle ground. Many 
scholars of political attitudes agree that Americans tend to know little about 
public affairs, and quickly forget what, for a time, they do know.19 So too, re-
garding sex education in local communities, some people have not thought 
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very much about it and have no idea what their schools are teaching. Others 
might be religiously or politically predisposed toward one point of view but 
are confused about a particular program. Some parents I spoke with held 
seemingly incongruent opinions, for example, favoring instruction about ho-
mosexuality but not contraception. Personal experiences can shape such dis-
parities, as, for example, the mother of a gay son who supports the inclusion 
of gay issues in the curriculum but not abortion. Attitudes about sexuality 
and sex education, like political attitudes in general, are frequently fluid, chang-
ing according to circumstances in local debates.20 This book is not a com-
munity study about how average parents negotiate a path through this high-
ly fraught terrain. Rather, it shows how national advocacy organizations have 
scripted the public conversation on sex education through rhetorical frames 
which organize ambivalence, confusion, and anxieties into tidy sound bites 
designed for mass mobilization. Nuanced argument drops out of this pro-
cess.21

Local sex education politics, then, pose an intriguing dilemma. On the 
one hand, most people tell pollsters they broadly support sex education. On 
the other hand, communities across the country have divided in angry strug-
gles over the issue. Indeed, the degree of consensus that citizens publicly re-
port about their attitudes toward sex education is striking, even in embattled 
communities. Public opinion polls since the sixties have consistently shown 
widespread support for sex education.22 A 2000 poll sponsored by the Hen-
ry J. Kaiser Family Foundation indicated that by a large majority, parents 
want their children to have more classroom hours of sex education that cov-
ers more “sensitive topics” than such programs currently do.23 A 1998 na-
tional poll found that 87 percent of Americans supported sexuality educa-
tion in the public schools, and a poll commissioned by SIECUS and Advocates 
for Youth found that 89 percent believe that, along with abstinence, young 
people should also have information about contraception and STD preven-
tion.24 Given this popular consensus about sex education, how then can we 
understand the bitter controversies that have swept communities through-
out the nation? How is it that comprehensive sexuality education, which has 
always been a quite moderate enterprise in public schools, has come to be por-
trayed as dangerous and immoral?

The answer is that the organized move for sex education in the public 
schools emerged at the exact moment in which American political life was 
beginning what would be a profound restructuring. Sex education would 
play a significant role in that transformation. In 1964, the year SIECUS was 
founded and Barry Goldwater was defeated, it seemed that Americans agreed 
on such basic political axioms as the role of the federal government in ensuring 
the economic welfare, health, and civil rights of its citizens. By the end of the 
decade, however, the divisions were becoming clearer; the liberal consensus 
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had collapsed. The bitter disputes nationwide over sex education in 1968 and 
1969 were evidence of those fault lines. Since the seventies, the nation’s po-
litical center has shifted to the right, as conservative Republicans, the New 
Right, and the Christian Right have captured political power.25 Along with 
traditional right-wing interests such as global anti-communism and protec-
tion of free market capitalism, issues related to sexuality have been at the cen-
ter of political battles. Opposition to sex education was a bridge issue between 
the Old Right and the New Right.

National culture wars erupted on the local level in such forms as com-
munity conflicts over sex education. The term “culture wars” refers to a bruis-
ing set of conflicts launched by secular and religious conservatives in the eight-
ies.26 They are the now familiar battles over issues such as multiculturalism, 
school prayer, and homosexuality. Culture wars are efforts at moral regula-
tion, as expressed by Pat Buchanan in his address to the 1992 Republican 
National Convention: “There is a religious war going on in this country. It 
is a culture war as critical to the kind of nation we shall be as the Cold War 
itself, for this war is for the soul of America.”27 Rooted in a longer history of 
social traditionalism, the strategy of organizing around values and lifestyles 
rather than economics and foreign policy was explicitly articulated back in 
the mid-eighties by Paul Weyrich of the Free Congress Research and Educa-
tion Foundation, who called for a new politics of “cultural conservatism.”28 
Reform of key social institutions such as the family, the media, and educa-
tion became the cornerstone of cultural conservatism, most important for the 
Christian Right and neoconservatives who want to “recapture the culture” 
from what they see as the corrupting influence of liberalism.29 Conservative 
activists built a vast infrastructure of think tanks, political organizations, 
media centers, legal groups, and, as I shall show, even their own alternative 
sexuality industry to advance their social and moral vision. By the end of 
the twentieth century, conservative efforts at restriction of sexual speech had 
targeted areas including pornography, the public funding of art with sexual 
themes, discussions of abortion in federally funded health clinics, sexual con-
tent on television, and sexuality and AIDS education. Sex education is a site 
on which social conservatives have vigorously fought for the establishment 
of their own programs and policies in public education.

The discursive politics of sex education come alive in how Americans 
debate what young people should learn in the public schools. Passionate lo-
cal debates tend to be read as though they are spontaneous, indigenous up-
risings of outraged citizens. But they are not simply that. Rather, they are 
profoundly shaped by national political rhetorics. Conservative national 
advocacy organizations and political movements, as this book shows, have 
been actively committed to shaping sexual values and influencing educa-
tional policies in communities across the country. When the right wing came 
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to dominate the political arena by the end of the twentieth century, it cap-
tured the terms of debate about a range of sexual issues through strategic 
use of culturally powerful language and images. Although opponents of 
sexuality education are not all conservative or evangelical Christians, these 
ways of talking became idiomatic and were adopted by local activists for a 
range of reasons. In her study of local debates over gay rights, for example, 
sociologist Arlene Stein shows how residents adopted profoundly anti-gay 
rhetoric as an expression of a range of concerns, including fears of diversity 
and economic decline.30 National vocabularies operate as scripts which are 
repeated at town meetings, school board hearings, and local media debates, 
and reproduced in locally produced materials. Although they are political 
arguments, these national rhetorics take on lives of their own to become 
accepted “facts.” The successful establishment of a public vocabulary fram-
ing sex education as radically transgressive has been crucial to a process by 
which conservative Catholics and evangelical Christians have curtailed such 
programs nationwide.

A focus of this book is how conservative sex education opponents talk 
about sex in these debates. It matters how a social movement talks. In part, 
words, phrases, narratives, and symbols comprise the expressive elements 
of discursive politics. They are culturally powerful because they naturalize 
particular sets of meanings and because they are central in constituting our 
sense of a social world. Language is increasingly recognized as critical to 
political movements because ways of talking exercise a powerful effect on 
the process of social change.31 Capturing the terms of debate diffuses a 
movement’s own political worldview as common knowledge. Once a social 
movement establishes its own terms in public discourse, as sociologist Wil-
liam Gamson notes, it is exceedingly difficult for even opponents to avoid 
using them without risking confusion in listeners.32

Moreover, vocabularies of protest can inspire and mobilize supporters. 
They can persuade the indifferent or the reluctant by scaring or outraging 
them. Social movements can also shape individuals’ action through reshaping 
cultural codes, so that people can be mobilized not necessarily because they 
have been persuaded to adopt a worldview that animates them, but rather 
because they understand the codes by which their actions will be interpret-
ed by others.33 The establishment of a public vocabulary is crucial to this 
process. Battles over sex education take place within language; their out-
comes are shaped by language. Language practices are, therefore, an impor-
tant domain of political and social change.

There are two rhetorical modes through which the Christian Right en-
gages in sex education debates. The first is oppositional. Oppositional speech 
dates back to the late sixties, when newly organizing conservative and evan-
gelical Christians opposed the early efforts of sex educators. In oppositional 
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speech, conservatives seek to eliminate a sex education program or a par-
ticular curriculum by associating it with a specific set of negative and fright-
ening meanings. This discourse frames sex education and sex educators them-
selves as dangerous or depraved and plays to historical anxieties about sex. 
By secularizing their claims about sex education, opponents have both side-
stepped public suspicion of religious incursions into public schools and 
helped foster the acceptance of national political rhetoric as common, taken-
for-granted knowledge. Oppositional speech is paradoxical. While I refer to 
it as evocative or even inflammatory, it incites public arguments while at the 
same time flattening their complexity. Community debates, even when ex-
plosive, come to sound formulaic and scripted.

The second mode of the Christian Right’s engagement in sex education 
debates is participatory. As I show in Chapter 4, the Christian Right has 
launched its own sexuality industry. Since the seventies, evangelical and 
fundamentalist Christians have created a commercialized venture involving 
sexual counseling, research, education, and self-help services. These have 
resulted in an expansive infrastructure of organizations, media outlets, and 
sexual commodities such as books, videos, sex education curricula, and work-
shops. The Christian Right discovered the magnetic pull—the therapeutic 
appeal—of explicit sexual discussion. Through the creation of a sexuality in-
frastructure, in which sex education materials occupy a central place, these 
opponents have actively positioned themselves as sexual experts. By creating 
alternative sex education curricula, conservative and evangelical Christians 
shifted the terms of conflict from whether sex education would be taught in 
the school to which curriculum would be taught. Both oppositional and par-
ticipatory strategies proliferate public sexual speech, despite the movement’s 
many calls for regulation and censorship. This is not simply because the cen-
sor inevitably repeats the material to be censored, although there is that dy-
namic. It is because the culture wars depend on more speech that shapes both 
what people think and, significantly in local battles, how they feel.

I have referred to sex education conflicts as local culture wars, and wars 
have at least two sides. But in my analysis I focus more attention on the rhe-
torical strategies of one side: the conservative Catholics and evangelicals 
who comprise the Christian Right, particularly their national organizations. 
This is for a compelling reason—quite simply, they say more. This is the 
book’s main story. Since the late sixties, conservative sex education oppo-
nents have been more culturally powerful than sex education advocates. Con-
servatives speak more about sex while simultaneously trying to restrict it. 
Although they do not always win, their ability to slow the progress of com-
prehensive sex education has been striking, especially given its widespread 
popular support. Their advantages are many.
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As I show in Chapter 3, conservative national advocacy organizations 
are bigger, better organized, and richer. Beyond infrastructure, the dispar-
ity in the two sides’ rhetorical opportunities is palpable. Sex education op-
ponents say more because they can say more. Opponents of comprehensive 
sex education have access to a much more culturally powerful repertoire of 
negative sexual language and images. Sex-aversive language trumps the bare-
ly existent language of sexual affirmation. In matters related to sex, it is easi-
er to accuse than to defend. As Joycelyn Elders found, there is little safe ground 
for those who speak out in support of sexuality. They can be easily discred-
ited and shamed. Oppositional rhetorics have, since the sixties, consistently 
overpowered the responses by sex education advocates, who, as we shall see 
in Chapters 2, 5, and 8, have little available save silence, denials, and compli-
cated clarifications.

This power of the Christian Right’s affective vocabularies depends on 
specific webs of meanings and emotional conventions in the broader sexual 
culture. Sexual language is not inherently provocative; rather, it becomes 
provocative through history and culture. Sexual language itself bespeaks the 
way in which sexuality for our society has historically been a negative do-
main of danger and immorality.34 Hierarchies regulate sexualities into those 
which are respectable or disreputable, healthy or unhealthy. Affective con-
ventions of sexuality—in particular, the normativity of sexual shame, fear, 
disgust—reinforce this regulatory system and are therefore political. The 
“politics of sexual shame”35 shapes the type of languages and images avail-
able to social movements and potentially enhances the power of rhetoric. 
We have an extensive sexual vocabulary imbued with negative affect and no 
comparably strong language of positive sexuality. We use sexual terms as 
epithets, not blessings. Moreover, nearly all sexual words can conjure anxi-
ety; they are tainted by their association with actual sexual practices. Even 
seemingly straightforward, descriptive terms such as “oral sex” and “mas-
turbation” can act as an accelerant on a simmering school board debate 
about sex education. The Right did not create this sexual tradition, but it 
benefits from it and keeps it alive. Conservative activists anticipate, often 
correctly, that their rhetoric will resonate with, and be amplified by, this broad-
er climate in which sexuality is bound up with highly negative meanings and 
affect. The affective vocabulary of the sex education opposition is even more 
powerful because it fuses cultural anxiety about sexuality with panic about 
childhood sexuality.

Sex education debates are particularly volatile because they concern chil-
dren. Indeed, the ideal of what historian Anne Higonnet calls the Romantic 
child—our modern image of a naturally asexual, pure childhood—is at the 
heart of century-long conflicts over sex education.36 By definition, the Ro-
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mantic child’s innocence depends on protection from sexuality—shielded 
from all information and knowledge. Since the initial calls for sex education 
in the public schools at the turn of the twentieth century, the phantasm of 
the innocent child being dangerously corrupted by sexual talk has provoked 
controversy. Even those early sex education advocates invoked the Roman-
tic child to justify their efforts. Sexual innocence, they claimed, would best 
be preserved through basic instruction that would thwart the child’s sexual 
curiosity and dampen the imagination. Moreover, these debates over talk 
versus silence are particularly charged because our determination to pre-
serve the sexually innocent child is infused with such heated emotions. Em-
bedded in the ideal of the Romantic child is the emotional expectation to feel 
uneasy, at best, when sexual speech is in any way connected to childhood.

However, the myth of childhood innocence, with its tangled fantasies 
and demands, is a legacy from the late eighteenth century. Although deeply 
familiar to us, the Romantic child is but one version of the many different 
narratives we might tell ourselves about the nature and meaning of child-
hood. Furthermore, it is an image that is in crisis, collapsing under the impos-
sibility of idealizing the asexual child in a culture suffused with sexual rep-
resentations of all types, including those of childhood sexuality. Higonnet 
argues that the Romantic ideal is giving way to one more complex.37 The late 
twentieth century, she argues, was marked by the gradual emergence of the 
“Knowing child,” who although both pure and deserving of fierce protection 
is nonetheless in possession of a sensual body and complicated emotions. 
This new version of childhood acknowledges children’s awareness about 
sexuality and refuses to equate sexual innocence with ignorance. As we shall 
see in Chapter 1, this is a version of childhood sexuality espoused by the con-
troversial founder of SIECUS, Mary Calderone. Just as the eighteenth-cen-
tury invention of the Romantic child provoked cultural anxieties and con-
troversies in its time, so too the contemporary reinvention of childhood 
prompts resistance. Sex education debates, which fuse the highly emotional 
domains of sex, childhood, and sexual speech, reflect the enormous tensions 
of this shifting ground. We are not easily letting go of the Romantic child, 
who meanwhile serves as a powerful political icon in sex education conflicts.

Reflecting on her termination, Joycelyn Elders expressed no regrets and 
said, “Words are strange things. Once they are out, you can’t get them back.”38 
As Elders found, words assume a public life. The words with which conser-
vatives have denounced comprehensive sex education came to comprise a 
vernacular that has significantly shaped the scope of sex education in this 
country. Chapter 9, for example, shows how sexual discussion in public 
school classrooms has narrowed over the years. However, the import of these  
battles extends far beyond the significant question of whether and how young 
people are able to learn about sexuality in the public schools. Civic dialogue 
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about sex education is one important public arena for the negotiation of sexu-
ality, morality, and citizenship. These troubled spaces of debate involve our 
logics about children and sexuality, the relationship between sexuality and 
gender, and the nature and purpose of sexuality itself. Public conversations 
about sex education involve negotiation about which sexualities will be rec-
ognized and valued, about what is spoken and what remains excluded and 
silenced. This book underscores the power—and the unpredictability—of 
language and emotion in the cultural politics of sexuality.
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